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Venkatapati Raya I and Antonio Rubino 
(The Astronomical Encounter between East and West) 


Introduction: 


After 1565, the Vijaranagara King, obviously, successor 
of Ramaraya was forced to shift his capital to Chandragini, 
and started ruling over his southern territory including 
Pennugonda, Seringapatnam, Arumugam / Armagon, 
Gingee, Tanjore and Madurai. The appointed Naicks / 
Nayakas (Senathipathies) were given charge of these areas 
and in due course, they started ruling independently with 
limited contro! from the Emperor, The descendents of 
Naicks, later are known as palayakkarar / poligars of the 
Madras Presidency / Tamilnadu, 

Venkata 1 (1586-1614) and Ranga Il (1575-1584) 
were sons of King Tirumala of Vijayanagar, He is mentioned 
in the European / British documents as Bisnga / Bisanga/ 
Venikata / Venkatapati / Venkatatapathi Rayalu / Venkatapati 
Devaraya II, Emperor of Vijayanagar etc., He ruled for 28 
years and died at old age in 1614. His genealogy is as 
follows: 


Aravidu Dynasty 
‘Tirumala Devaraya II - 
Sti Ranga Devaraya | 
Venkatapati Devaraya II 
Sri Ranga Devaraya II 
Rama Devaraya 
‘Venkata Devaraya 1633-1646, 
Sri Ranga Devaraya III 1646-1672 
He could rule efficiently maintaining relationship with 
the Mohammedans and Europeans. He took enormous 
interest in the political happenings of Europe and China. 
His interest for science and technology had been significant, 
ashe hada good inherited library in his palace. Athisdeath 
there were widespread revolts, disturbances and civil 
warfare as seen from the account of Barradas!. An 
important inscription of his reign dated 1601-02 CE and 
recorded on Copper plates has been published by: 
Dr. Hultzch (E.l, iy, p.269 - The Vilapaka Grant), 
‘The Strategy of Jesuits to penetrate Vijayanagara 
‘Kingdom : The Jesuits continued to infiltrate Vijayanagara 
Empire, as they came to know that mathematical, 
astronomical, medical books were still with ‘Vijayanagara 
Kings. A Jesuit account? in this regard is reproduced as 
follows: 


1568-1572 
1572-1586 
1586-1614 
1614-1615 
1615-1633 
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The Expansion of the Jesuit Missions in India 
“In the last years of the sixteenth-century, the Jesuits began 
to penetrate into the interior of southeastern India 
(Vijaganagar) from Negapatam and the other Christian 
settlements of the southeast coast. The Jesuit Visitor, 
Nicholas Pimenta, who arrived at Negapatam in 1597, in 
the following gear pushed into the southem provinces of 
‘Vijayanagar to arrange for missions in the territories of the 
‘Viceroys ofGingi, Tanjore, and Madura. The ruler of Gingi 
ave the Visitor written permission to build a church and 
other Christian buildings at Christapatam, subscribed money 
for support of the mission, and gave unconditional 
assurances that his subjects might accept Christianity, Two 
Jesuits were sent from Travaneore to Christapatam in 
1599. They built a church there, but the mission seems to 
have foundered shorily thereafter, at Tanjore, pimenta 
received similar assurances, but the Jesuits waited thirty 
‘years before actually founding a Christian community 
there, 
“When pimenta arrived a t Mylapore, where xavier 
himself visited for four months, he charged the rector of 
itscollege, Simon Sa, with the responsibility of penetrating 
inland into Vijayanagar at any cost. In 1598, after holding 
Jong conversations with the Raja of Chitoor about Portugal 
and Christianity, the Jesuits received permission to build 
churchies at Chandragiri and at Condur. In 1599, the Visitor 
Sent a delegation of six Jesuits to the court of Vijayanagar, 
including Emanuel Vega, the rector of the “House of the 
Professed in Goa. The Jesuits were cordially received, 
given living allowances, and assured that the subjects of 
‘Vijayanagar might embrace Christianity freely- But though 
themission had such a bright beginning, it failed to prosper 
because of the interminable wars which swept the declining 
‘Vinjayanagar state.” (Lach) 
The Jesuit document clearly reveals the important 
strategic points following + 
>| The Jesuits posed as Hindu Sanyasis donning ochre 
Tobes and requesting the Hindu Kings permission 
to build “temples”, but recorded in their doicuments 
as if they gave “written permission” to build Church 
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“throughout their territories” and so on. 

Building a church first and founding a mission 
thereafter brings out the afterthought and after 
written-document nature of the document. 

The waiting of “30 years” to found a Christian 
community at Tanjore exposes their political and 
religious frauds committed there. 

The “penetrating inland into Vijayanagar at amu 
cost proves the nefarious design involving unholy 
nature of religious persons indulging in irreligious 
acts, . 

‘The “holding of long conversations with the Raja 
about Portugal and Christianity proves the rejection 
of their main requests, in spite of the tall claims 
made, < 
Blaming like, “though the mission had sueh a bright 
beginning, it failed to prosper because of the 
interminable wars which swept the declining 
Vijayanagar state” proves that the Jesuits failed in 
their activities of preventing the Dutch, however, 
succeeded in their “mathematical and astronomical 


mission” as planned by Christoph Clavius (1538+ 
1612) - as discussed below. = 


Chandragiri Fort : The Aravidu Dynasty had their 
official Royal Palaces in the Chandragiri Fort premises. It 
has been a remarkable architectural evidence forthe building 
technology of Vijayanagar, Venkata renovated and 
‘maintained it properly, During his reign, it became again a 
mark of Royal excellence attracting the European powers 
for getting permission for trade and setting up factory in 
the South. The Italian Mission stayed there impressing the 
Emperor in all possible ways. Chandragiri was the former 
capital of the Vijayanagar Empire. Located at the distance 
of 12 km from Tirupati in Chitoor district, the fort is said 
to have been built around AD 1000 by Immadi Narasimha 
Yadavaraya. The Vijayanagar Kings made additions at a 
later time making it as their place of rest and safety. The 
well-secured fortification is a marvelous feat of 
construction, with cyclopean walls buttressed with the 
typical bastions at regular intervals and pierced with 

ays and zig-zag entrances. The Portuguese 
ents mention Chandragiri as Chaodagary, 
Chamdegary etc, and Fernao Nuniz, Manuel 


Barradas, Domigos Paes, Antonio Rubino and others have 
been so fascinated about it in the context of diamonds, 
wives of Vijayanagar Kings, Brahmins and their 
mathematics and astronomy. 


Chandragiri Mission - from arms to astronomy: 
The following description is given based on the Jesuit 
accounts. During the Vijayanagar period, the achievement 
of missionaries in conversion was a total failure. Church 
historians quote Martin L. Dolbeer, Jr that the first effort 
atevangelization came from French Jesujts of Pondicherry, 
‘with the work of M. Manduit in the Chittor District’. 
‘Though, few converts were reported, that too only from 
Punganur in 1701. So the next attempt was made at 
Chandragiri by the Jesuits in a planned and phased manner. 
‘They wanted to adopt the same method that was applied 
to Tirumala Naick at Madura to Raja of Chandragiri. The 
mission was accredited to a royal court (as the Jesuits 
always used to record in their documents) and the 
missionaries acted as unofficial ambassadors. 

Nicolau Pimenta (1546-1613), the Portuguese Jesuit 
With jurisdiction over the East Indies and Goa General’s 
representative with wide powers, who landed in India only 
in 1592, visited Chandragiri in 1593 to study the situation’. 
Tt is claimed in a letter of Jesuits (John Alvarez) that he 
‘was given a royal reception. As an ambassador, he sought 
audience of Venkata and requested permission to entertain 
missionaries, presenting gifts to him. He collected all palm- 
leaf books and other documents procured and passed on 
to him by Ricci, Rubino, Nobili and others and reached 
Goa in 1596, 


‘The missionaries arrived at the Emperor's Court in 
1598 - Simao De Sa and Franciusco Rieio, two Catholic 
priests appeared before him from Santhome, Madras*, 
‘They bowed their heads and requested ‘to allow them to 
build a “temple” for worship. As the Emperor had been 
Well informed, when he enquired about the King of 
Portugal, they struggled in taking out as they were having 
many small pictures of Dom Sebastio (1557-78) and his 
successors. He even asked as to whether they had any 
good painter at Chennapatnam’. As he knew that Dom 
‘was dead already and their country was under the control 
of Philip Hl, the King of Spain, he could understand that 
the missionaries had other motive’. 


However, the missionaries claim that Venkata gave 
audience on October 10, 1598 and through his uncle, Obul 
Raya that he determined “to give them and told them two 
villages for their expenses and for the construction of 
temple; and then a golden palankin, which only permitted 
to grandness and gurupis. Finally he allowed them to build 
as many temples as they wished throughout his dominions”. 

Again, there was another - six member Jesuit 
delegation in 1599 visited .Chandragiri, as per the 
instructions of Piementa. After formalities, from August 
12, 1599 onwards, they started their activities by building 
a small church to live in. The chosen Jesuits used to meet 
the King to continue their work, 


In 1607, a Jesuit mission decided to go to Venkata 
to obtain official approval of Christian missions in the 
territories of his vassal (Nayaks of Madurai, Thanjavur, 
Trichy etc). The Jesuit records claim that “they were 
received well by Venkata and promised an annual income 
ofa thousand Pagodas (£ 1,050) and upkeep ofa Church”, 

‘Thus, the repeated and persisted approach to Venkata 
II proves that the Jesuits were loosing their ground and 
they were out to get the maximum gain out of the spoils. 
‘Thus, they gave more importance in collecting the books 
than negotiating for trading rights and selling arms, Piementa 
tried his best to influence the Emperor to get rid of the 
Dutch, but failed. He withdrew the Italian mission from 
his Court in 1608. Immediately, the Dutch not only got the 
Tight of trading in Pulicat, but also order for guns and 
ammunition, hitherto purchased from the Portuguese. They 
started their factory in 1609. Thus, the Jesuits won the 
battle of astronomy, but failed in the sale of arms. 
Incidentally, this must have led to the establishment of 
Gunpowder factory at Pulicat’, 

The Portuguese / Jesuits attempt to convert 
Venkata : The Junta at Goa tried its best to convert 
‘Venkata by applying all sorts of “Jesuit methods”, varying 
from “the choice of presents” to “theology, philosophy, 
music, dance” etc., to convert Venkata’. Roberto de Nobili 
Alexander Frey (Cronon says, it is Alexander Femandez, 
as the Jesuits cover names also to Portuguese), they tried 
their best to make Venkata got interested in Christianity by 
‘way of paintings. First, he started painting the themes which 
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Were interested to the Emperor and then, slowly, he started 
showing the paintings based on Christianity e.g, ‘The 
adoration of Mag’ and ‘the Descent of Christ into Hell’ 
‘Though, Venkata enjoyed the nuances of painting by paying 
Pagodas to him, he ignored the religious aspect. Their 
‘conversion plan was subjugated, when the Portuguese 
attacked temples in Santhome infuriating Venkata. However, 
the Jesuits started cajoling him putting the blame on other 
‘the other Europeans and sending another painter Bartolomeo 
Fontebona. 

Alexander Frey and Venkata: In 1600, Alexander 
Frey, who painted “Dives and Lazarus" arrived at the 
(Court of Venkata. He behaved well and eared the goodwill 
‘of the Emperor, so that he was allowed to converse with 
him daily for few hours, thus spending two years there 
(1600-02). Taking the opportunity the Jesuits advised him 
information on mathematics and astronomy from 
him. Frey, “the English lay-brother”, used to talk with 
‘Venlkata so nicely and slowly his subject matter to Mary, 
Jesus Christ, Vishnu, Hindu rites and rituals, mathematics, 
ellipses and ultimately astronomy! Vincent cronin 
significantly put these events as - “Almost every day he 
‘eld disputations in Sanskrit with his Brahmins about God, 
Philosophy and mathematics, and he liked to speak to the 
Jesuits on these subjects”. 

Giovanni Antonio Rubino (1578-1643): Under the 
cireumstances, Giovanni Antonio Rubino appeared in 
Chandragiri to meet Venkata with presents of “his choice”. 
‘Venkatapathi | had been extraordinary Emperor with the 
training from his forefathers in all arts and sciences. The 
‘Vijayanagara Emperors had dealt with the Portuguese and 
the Jesuits and understood their hidden agenda of their 
collection of books, charts, apparatus etc., from India, 
they used to trade in horses and elephants". They had 
dealt with raw materials, chemicals, instruments, appafatus 
Which were demand in one place and sell them at another 
place. When Antonio Rubino, a Piedmontese Missionary 
‘came to him with astronomical interests, he dealt with him 
cautiously. 

In fact, the approaching of the Emperor Venkata 
involved hidden agenda of the Jesuits, as they were working 
for the Portuguese. As the Danish were trying get 
permission from him, the Jesuits rushed there. Thus, 
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playing music there at Santhome softly, again approached 
him by way of bringing another painter -Bartolomeo 
Fontebona, a young Italian, as mentioned above. But, it 
did not work, as in 1608, the Dutch got permission to 
build a factory there with trading rights from the Emperor. 

Antonio Rubino (1590-1608). “the astronomically 
interested missionary”: Antonio Rubino was a 
Piedmontse missionary, but “with astronomical interest” 
as reported by westem writers. His main job entrusted 
was to collect all astronomical, mathematical and scientific 
manuscripts with instruments and gadgets used by the 
Brahmins". He was associated with Galelio Galileo (1564- 
1642), who was very much interested in getting Indian 


works after knowing details through his friends, As he 
tried to know astronomical secrets, he: 

with Brahmins, He “was astonished at the interest taken 
by Brahmins “in the movement and aspects 

Planets, particularly of those twenty-seven which rule men's 


had tried to find out how they predicted “the howr and 
even the minute of solar and lunar eclipses”, but with no 
success, for Brahmins guarded these secrets closely” 
adding that “Nobili, however, had aécess to Brahmin 
secrets”, He was informing Nobili about the inquiries and 
workings of Galileo, His account “Account of the History 
and Religion of Vijayanagara (1608)""s interesting’. 
hie 

His Report to Christoph Clavious : As mentioned, 
Antonio Rubino was a student of Christoph Clayious and 
hhe was sent to India just like Matteo Ricci to China. Of 
course, both worked together in Cochin. As he was 
establishing the “Collegio Romano” as @ centre of 
mathematical and astronomical skill and pbo wes 
at full-swing in getting all mathematical and as 
books from India. He faithfully submitted from Chandrapur 
to Clavius in 1609 as follows"? 

“Tam in the great Kingdom of Bisnaga, attempting to 
Procure the conversion of these souls, but for the moment 
elausa est ianua, we are waiting for the Lord to open it, so 
that many souls will be saved from going miserably to 
hell, ‘The Brahmans, who are the literati of this kingdom, 

e very given to the cognition of the movements and 
netions of the planets and stars, and in particular of 
‘them by which they govern and rule themselves. 


Your Reverence will be amazed at how they predict 
the hour and minute of eclipses of the sun and the moon, 
‘without knowing the way in which eclipses occur. I have 
attempted many times to make them state the way in which 
they derive the conjunctions of the planets, but I was never 
able to get them to declare it, and they don’t wish to teach 
the things they know to others, except in secret to their 
relatives”, 

Adding Rubino" submitted that, “There is nothing that 

Idesire more than Your Reverence ’ Astrolabiwn, which is 
not to be found in the whole of the Indies”. However, this 
is wrong, as there had been Astrolabes in India. At present, 
the scholars'* have been of the view that it was there since 
14® century, probably after its introduction into India by 
‘Al-beruni in 11* century. However, considering the concept 
of Astrolabe and the description found in the Siddhantic 
works, itis evident that they had been available since the 
Period of Siddhantas, The earlier Indian Astrolabes must 
have been taken away by the Arabs and claimed as their 
invention, Tycho Brahe (1546-1601) alludes to one obtained 
from India'®. Therefore, this could be a tactful recording 
of suppressing the fact of smuggling away India astrolabes 
from India and later accusing India for not having 
astrolabes, till it was introduced by Al-biruni so that Indians 
suddenly started writing about it and manufacturing also, 
employing Mohammedan metal workers! 
Rubino’s interest changing from Planets to Paravas: 
Incidentally, the Jesuit records claim Antonio Rubino was 
the first Jesuit to have dealing with Tirumala Nayaka at 
Madurai. After his astronomical assignment at Chandragiri 
dealing with planets, eclipses, astrolabes etc., now, as a 
rector of Tuticorin in 1627, he met the King at the Trichy 
Court. In his new role of a missionary-ambassador, he 
appeared there portraying himself as a representative of 
Parayas and pleaded for waiver of tax! The Jesuits as usual 
forged a travel document - “a special passport made of a 
very fine white cloth thirty-nine yards long on which 
Tirumala's hand was imprinted with musk"! Tiramal knew 
the implication, as he could not exempt any tax without 
the approval of the Emperor at Chandragiri. Therefore, it 
is evident that he was involving in tax evasion i.e, non- 
payment of dues for the concessioris granted for trading 
etc., using the “Parava” front. 


Chandragiri involved in Thomas Myth : As pointed 
‘out, Chandragiri had been an important location for many 
aspects and the Portuguese were eyeing for it after the 
conquest of Goa. In September 1543, Alfonso de Souza 
came from Goa with 45 ships to plant relics of St. Thomas 
at Kanyakuymari coastal areas for conversion. Ramaraja 
Vittala, the Commander of Vijayanagar defeated them. 
Again In 1588, when complaints received that the Christian 
priests were demolishing temples with the help of military 
forces, Ramaraya went there and checked them. His 
nephew Vittalacharya joining with Sanganna Naik of Ikkeri 
proceeded to attack Goa to stop aids reaching Madras, 
Thus, the Portuguese developed hatred against ‘Vijayanagar 
empire and the Brahmins, who happeneded to be the 
interpreters and advisers to the Kings. Thus, here also 
Chandragiri was interestingly involved in the spread of 
Thomas myth, In 1545, Francis Xavier came to collect a 
piece of bone. When the Vijayanagara forces attacked, the 
so-called “relics” were taken to Chandragiri on onward 
transmission to Goa. Later, the Catholic authorities at 
Madras disparaged the relics!”, as they knew that they 
belonged to some Hindu and his bones only were taken. 
from funeral pyre’, 


Peda Timmappa Nayak (1700-1723): Incidentally, it 
has to be mentioned that "Sri Prasanna Venkatesvara 
‘Vilasamu” a Telugu work" in the form of ‘Yakshagana, 
which gives a list of Vijayanagara rulers meticulously 
including that ruled from Chandragiri, makes no whisper 
about all these controversies or trivial skirmishes. 
Moreover, it was written by Peda Timmappa Nayak(1700- 
1723) coming in the lineage of Venkatapathi Il and had he 
wanted he could have presented the whole history oftdealing 
of Venkatapathi II with the Missionaries, Thus, Indians / 
Hindus may not record even the contemporary events, 
unless, they effect adversely on the society and polity. Or 
the recordings / manuscripts of that type must, have taken 
away by the missionaries or the western collectors, 


Clavius-Ricco-Rubino-Nobili: The nexus and 
collaboration of Clavius, Ricco, Rubin and Nobili in 
collecting astronomical works have been very interesting 
to study. With the help of Nobili, Gregory got details from 
India to introduce the “new calendar, But, as Michael 
Maestlin teacher of Kepler), Joseph Scaliger (who framed 
the medieval chronology), Francois Viete and others 
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opposed and criticized it “for more incorporation of 
heathenish features in breviary from the dangerous books”, 

Clayius had to defend the “Gregorian calendar”. The 
Christian / European psyche had been always in opposing 
and supporting Indian overtly and covertly. At one side, 

they took everything from India and at the other side, they 
Wanted to suppress and hence carried out attacks, which 
is reflected in the books written by them. Thus, Clavius 
students - “the mobile mathematicians and astronomers” 
- worked hard and collected the material supplying to him. 

C.K. Raju”* has already pointed out about the existence of 
a Jesuit College in Kochi during the material period (1580- 
1660), wherein about 70 Jesuits were trained in Indian 
‘arts and sciences with specific instructions to collect Indian 
‘books, insruments, gadgets, maps etc., on the respective 
‘subjects, 

Collection of Atronomical Manuscripts continued: 


Interestingly, the collection of Astronomical palm-leaf 
books continued even after, as could be seen from the 
“collection of C. P. Brown (1792-1884), as it contained 
“On the Cyclic Tables”. In his autobiography, he claimed 
that he constructed cyclic tables of Hindu and 
Mohammedan chronology for eight centuries, evidently 
based on Indian astronomical tables, after which the 
missionaries had always been on the run. The collection 
of Col. Mackanzie and others too continued, Moreover, 
the entire original collection was sent to England and 
returned partly (one-third retained in England), which is 
only numbered and preserved in Oriental Manuscript 
Library, Madras. To quote Robert W. Wink here is 
pertinent: 


“The most impressive orientalist explorations were 
collaborative, unofficial and voluntary: Among these, none 
matched the enormous privately funded venture by Colonel 
Colin Mackanzie. His teams of Maratha Brahmin scholars 
begged, bought or borrowed, and copied, from village 
heads, virtually every manuscript of value they could 
Finally acquired, Collections so acquired, reflecting the 
civilization of South India, manuscripts in every language, 
became a lasting legacy - something still being explored” 

‘Now, the main handicap for the Indian researchers is 
the non-accessibility of not only their source materials - 
since the most of the palm-leaf books are in the foreign 
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archives, libraries and with the private collectors, but also 
‘that of writings and records of the Jesuits / missionaries 
on India. 


Conclusion: 


* 


‘The swarming of Vijayanagar rulers by the Jesuits, even 
after 1565 has been a crucial study, as they were 
evidently in collecting the Indian books of science and 
technology with instruments, gadgets ete.,. as pointed 
‘out in the case of Antonio Rubino. The following points 
are noted; 

Roberto de Nobili procured Indian books of calendar, 
calendar preparation etc., and sent to Pope Gregory 
facilitating him to prepare and introduce the “reformed 
calendar”, known as “Gregorian calendar”, 

Tycho Brahe and Johannes Kepler must have been 
provided with details, instruments and books about 
the planetary motion etc., by Clavius routed through 
Antonio Rubino, Matteo Ricci and Roberto de Nobili 
from Cochin and Goa. 

Antonio Rubino had been employed tactfully to play 
the role of collecting astronomical books and astrolabes 
and also asking for tax exemption. : 

As Nobili acted as a commission agent, it is quite 
Teasonable for Rubino also to play double-role, 

Ina nutshell, the Jesuits had not been sincere in their 
dealings, as they only tried to exploit Indians maximum 
inall aspects to get benefits out of them. 

Itis also to be noted that they used Indian Kings setting 
‘one against the other by representing the European 
against Indians as heathens as revealed through their 
documents, 

Itis really intriguing as to how much ofsuch valuables 
of knowledge and wisdom was smuggled out when 
the British left in 1947, as such smuggling out continues 
even after 1947. But unfortunately, the Indians do not 
care without any respect for the subject matter or 
country. Therefore, researchers should request the 
foreign countries either to return the palm-leaf books 
taken from India or display digitally so that they could 
be accessed by all. Here, Indians should be involved 
in decoding and deciphering the palm-leaf books. 
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‘The original quotation is as follows: 


lo me ne sto in questo gran Regno di Bisnaga 
procurando la conversion di queste anime, ma per 
adesso clausa est ianua, stiamo aspettando, ch’il 
‘Signore I’apra, accioche si salvino tant’anime, che si 
miserabilmente se ne vanno all’Inferno. Questi 
Bramami, che sono i letterati di questo regno sono 
‘molto dati alia cognit<ion>e delli movi<men>ti, et 
aspetti delli pianeti, ¢ stelle, e principalmente di 27 
per le quail si governano e reggono, e V.R. si stupira 
come predicono I'hora, e minuto deg! eclissi cos/ del 
sole, come delta luna, con non sapere il modo come si 
faccino gl'eclipsi. lo pensai mole volte dt farmi 
dichiarare il modo con che tirano gl'aspetti delli 
pianeti, ma non fu mai possibile a volermelo 
dichiarare, e le cose che sanno non le vogliono 
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